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Assistant Minister’s Report: 
 
It has become clear at our retreat and at our staff meetings that we have a strong ministry 
team.  It is also clear that we have some systemic issues.  We are a multi-million dollar 
organization, but we do not function like one yet.  While we have wonderful lay and 
professional leadership in place, we have systems preventing growth.  In order for our 
mission and vision to be realized, we are going to need to work on clarifying staff roles and 
positions, properly engaging volunteers, recruiting new volunteers, tightening up our 
policies and streamlining/clarifying procedures.   Our program choices will also need to be 
streamlined. Right now, there is too much on our calendar that is given equal priority, which 
puts extra pressure on staff.  There is also not a clear and transparent way to get things on 
the calendar.  We discussed many of the concerns I have at our staff retreat.  Part of my 
work will be helping the Executive Team to untangle some of these nested and knotted 
systemic issues while creating newer healthier ones. While this is not my primary role, I 
cannot do my job effectively without these changes occurring. None of the staff can.  It is 
going to take all of us working together to move the system.  I will also be working as part of 
a team with a Board of Trustees member in creating a new organizational chart that more 
clearly defines roles and responsibilities.  This task was an outgrowth of our Staff Retreat. 
Part of this clarification process will include clarifying volunteer engagement. 
 
Pastoral Care: 

Much of my work this month continues in pastoral care.  The congregation is still 
grieving the loss of Rev. Heather Janules.  I am continuing to provide reassurance, making 
off-site visits in addition to the many one-to-one meetings that I am having with 
congregants in need of pastoral care.  The Pastoral Visitors and I have implemented a 
schedule where we will hold off-site pastoral care meetings at various retirement homes 
where our members live and we have begun calling members who have not come to service 
in a while.  I have also planned the launch of 3 new pastoral care support groups, which will 
roll out in October and November. The groups are, “Caring for Family Members with 
Chronic Illness,” “Living with Chronic Illness” and “Theology, Spirituality and the 
Environment, which will address the need for spirituality and theological grounding to 
sustain social justice work.  Betsy Binckes is co-facilitating the two chronic-illness related 
support groups.  I am currently recruiting a member to co-facilitate a “Parents Weathering 
the Storm” group for parents who are raising children who have mental illness.  I have 
consulted with a therapist who used to run grief support groups and she will be sharing 
materials with me so that I can begin to launch a Grief Support Group.  Right now I am 
having several one-to-ones with people who are grieving.  

The Cancer Support Group and Aging Support group are continuing as scheduled, 
though the Cancer Support Group has not been well attended.  I will continue to track how 
attendance is and reassess need as the year progresses.  

A lecture by Author, Elayne Clift occurred this month and focused on Caregivers.  A 
handful of people attended and reported that it was meaningful.  
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Pastoral Visitors are continuing to make visits weekly.  Many Pastoral Visitors 
attended a Pastoral Visitor training at the Washington Ethical Society and I am continuing to 
offer additional training at our monthly meetings.  

Currently, Pastoral Visitors are not required to have background checks.  Our Safe 
Congregations policy does not address this issue but it should and they should be required 
to have background checks.  Anyone who works with vulnerable populations needs to be 
background checked. I have made this recommendation to our Executive Director and also 
provided our Executive Director with a copy of a more comprehensive set of Safety Policies. 

Part of my work with pastoral care is emphasizing the shared ministry aspect of 
caring.  In the coming months you will notice that the pastoral visitors will become more 
visible in the newsletter and during special ceremonies like vigils where people may need 
support.  Lifting up the role of pastoral visitors is crucial in  large congregations.   
 
 
Rites of passage and special services: 
I completed two member and two non- member memorial services, and an additional ritual 
to scatter ashes this month. I have one member memorial in the planning stages. 
The process by which we were scheduling and managing memorial services was 
disorganized and chaotic. Too many people were involved in the process and there was a 
lack of consistency on what was/wasn’t provided by Cedar Lane.  I met with Sara Deshler, 
Executive Director, and we worked on streamlining the main form we use to coordinate 
memorial services.  Based on conversations I have had with AV as well as Communications, 
we simplified what we will offer.  We are also going to streamline how we present pricing 
information on the new website so that it is more clear. Sara Deshler has already created a 
draft of the form that we are working on and we will have a single point person 
coordinating memorial services going forward. 
 
Spiritual Development: 

In September, the first “Soul Matters Meditation” video was launched.  Members can 
now find the monthly meditation videos on via a Cedar Lane Youtube Playlist.  Rev. Abhi and 
I will alternate creating the monthly meditations.  September’s video has 93 views (and 
counting).  The ministry team agrees that a regular spiritual practice is essential, so we are 
going to continue to create opportunities for Cedar Laners to go deeper in their practices 
through the online videos. 

A truncated Soul Matters packet was created and shared with team leaders.  The 
invitation is for all leaders to use the Chalice Lightings, Readings and Questions from the 
packet at all meetings that occur at Cedar Lane.  This level of engagement with the themes 
will help us all to become more aligned in our search for truth and meaning.  This practice 
will also help provide a similar spiritual framework for meetings that sometimes might lack 
one.  The new website will have a special page where all members will be able to locate each 
month’s packet. Our hope is that all Cedar Laners will begin to engage at some level with the 
themes at worship, at meetings and throughout the week. 

DLRE Tim Atkins and I are in conversation about additional adult religious 
education programming and will timeline things out in a sustainable way in the near future. 

 
Worship: 
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Rev. Abhi and I collaborated with the rest of the Worship Team on this month’s 
services and I coordinated and led my first “New Member Recognition” service.  

 
Membership: 

Rev. Abhi and I decided that will team up to co-facilitate the next couple of UU 101 
and New Member Orientation classes.  This is helpful in terms or orienting me to how Rev. 
Abhi connects people to our faith so that I can help weave consistent threads through our 
community’s fabric. 

We welcomed 22 new members to Cedar Lane this month.  One person joined 
spontaneously during the 9 am service.  An additional 3 people (who have not yet been 
recognized) signed the book right after the New Member Recognition. They were all RE 
volunteers who felt moved by the service to join. Stewardship is now reaching out to new 
members who have all been giving but have not all pledged.  Part of my work with Rev. Abhi 
will be making the pathway to membership more clear.  

The Volunteer Fair is on hold. Carolyn Morrissey, our Volunteer Coordinator, will 
play an important role in the fair and she is currently helping out with accounting in the 
office.  When her role in the office wanes, we will reschedule the fair. 

I have yet to get my hands on accurate and complete membership data.  Our 
membership coordinator has been keeping a second database because he did not have 
administrative access to ACS to create reports, which has now been rectified. I will also be 
working with our Database Administrator on the types of data we should be collecting. 
Another issue, which was ironed out last week with the DLRE and RE Admin, relates to 
sharing information between the Welcome Table upstairs and the Welcome Table 
downstairs in RE.  This was an incredibly productive meeting that will, in time, not only 
yield better data but will heal the divide that has occurred between the “upstairs” and 
“downstairs” church. 

I met with our Membership Coordinator and revisited his duty/task list.  Much of 
what was assigned to him can be shared with volunteers and done in a way that generates 
community. For instance, preparing “New Member Folders” would be a great pizza night 
activity for volunteers.  Instead of creating folders alone in his office, his hours can be spent 
building relationships on the phone and in person.  We will also be reimaging the materials 
we provide in new member folders. We will work as a team with the DLRE, Senior Minister 
and Director of Communication when we are ready to do this work. 
 
Social Justice: 

Rev. Abhi and I are planning to discuss Social Justice duties in deeper detail as we 
move through the year.  

Public witness this month included saying a prayer (in English and Spanish) at the 
DACA Vigil in front of the White House and also opening the Montgomery County Council 
meeting with a prayer (also in English and Spanish).  I have also attended an Environmental 
Justice meeting and Social Justice meeting, to begin to develop a deeper understanding of 
our social justice platforms and ends.  

I have studied the report created by the former Social Justice Coordinator and share 
some of his concerns about the lack of methodology and relationship building in developing 
projects and platforms.  We have a wonderful mission and vision. Our calendar of events 
does not reflect the depth and level of focus of the mission/vision, yet.  There will need to be 
some systemic changes in order to fully realize our bold mission and vision. 
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Professional Development: 

I met with 2 of my professional advisors as well as my mentor and Spiritual Director 
this month.  They all help me remain accountable to doing work that advances ministry, 
while also deepening my own spirituality. 

I have also attended a meeting with the local chapter of our UU Ministers 
Association and have met twice with a smaller group of ministers.  

 
This month I finished reading, Undocumented: How Immigration Became Illegal by 

Aviva Chomsky.  I also read, The First Rule of Punk by Celia Perez. A book about being 
bi-racial and bi-cultural.  

 
I have started reading: 
 

● The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma by Bessel 
Van Der Kolk . 

● Doing the Math of Mission: Fruits, Faithfulness and Metrics by Gil Rendle. 
 
Director of Lifespan Religious Education’s Report: 
 
Greetings, Board. 
 
It’s been about a month since I began as your Director of Lifespan Religious Education.  In 
this short month, my focus has been on learning the system at Cedar Lane – both the 
Lifespan Religious Education system and the broader congregational system.  
 
I do not want to sugar coat the truth in the task that lies before me as your Director of 
Lifespan Religious Education.  There are many parts to the Lifespan Religious Education 
Program that are in need of urgent attention – from systems that seem broken to major 
programmatic elements that have fallen apart.  Just in this first month alone, here is a 
selection of some of the things I’ve discovered that need to be addressed: 
 

● How we do childcare is not working nor adhering to best practices.  Our 
Childcare Coordinator has been frustrated over a lack of guidance.  We are not living 
up to congregational best practices, safety, or liability in terms of having at least one 
adult over the age of 21 as a professional childcare attendant, and instead rely on 
teen helpers who might or might not have had any training in babysitting or 
childcare.  However, just this week I met with our Childcare Coordinator, we’ve 
charted a new way forward where we will follow best practices, create solid 
procedures, and more.  We are both excited about the future, which includes hiring a 
paid professional to be in the nursery Sunday mornings 8:30-12:30 to guarantee 
appropriate nursery care. 
 

● The Youth Program collapsed during the past year.  This, I knew coming in, and 
we have some amazing volunteers who have stepped forward and organized 
programming.  We are yet to find a qualified Youth Coordinator, but the search is 
ongoing.  We have seen a groundswell of energy and enthusiasm with our youth 
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programming – we have just over 40 youth and parents attending our retreat!  The 
challenge before us is to maintain this incredible energy and enthusiasm, and to hire 
a youth coordinator who will sustain this energetic program.  This year, I have also 
changed the chapel after the second service to be geared towards teenagers.  This 
Teen Chapel has been averaging 25-30 a week, whereas the Children’s Chapel after 
the second service last year I am told averaged between 5 and 10. 

 
● The trust between RE teachers and the office of the Director of Religious 

Education seems largely broken.  Whether this stems from the recent turnover in 
religious educators or other causes, the teachers have grown used to needing to go it 
alone and being unable to rely on the Director/Minister of Religious Education.  One 
of my tasks is to rebuild this trust with the RE teachers.  Things seem to be going 
well so far – from our teacher weekly email that have an inspirational focus to our 
new Teacher Huddles to build community before classes start each Sunday morning. 
 

● The Adult RE Program has largely collapsed.  This appears to be due to a variety 
of reasons – I think one of the biggest causes is that an implementation toward a 
Lifespan RE Model was only partially implemented.  Within the larger Lifespan RE 
Team, there needs to be smaller teams that focus on children’s, youth, Adult, and 
family programming.  The Lifespan RE Team agreed, and we have begun the process 
of restricting that team.  Another item to note is that instead of calling it Adult 
Programming, we are intentionally going to call it Adult Religious Education.  This 
change in title is more than just words – it is am important philosophical distinction 
between what kind of courses and classes we offer.  The rebuilding and 
restructuring of a sustainable Adult Religious Education program is near the top of 
my list for the upcoming month.  I am also working with Rev. Katie and Rev. Abhi in 
this restructuring process, and Rev. Katie and I are collaborating on creating an 
Affinity Group program. 
 

● The Forum collapsed.  Rev. Abhi and I are working as a team to try and 
reinvigorate the forum and recruit new leadership to re-envision and organize this 
program.  

 
● The process for welcoming visitors has two different processes, depending on 

if they’re “Upstairs” or “Downstairs.”  However, after I because aware of these two 
different systems, Rev. Katie, Roger, Ashley and I met and hammered out one single 
unified process for visitors and newcomers.  We have started working on 
implementing the process we designed together. 

 
So, this sounds like a lot of doom and gloom in many aspects of the Lifespan Religious 
Education Program, and it would be easy to mistake this for my being pessimistic.  However, 
in my time here, I have encountered nothing that is unfixable, encountered nothing that has 
stumped me.  I am confident that this congregation has all the tools needed to regain its 
prominence as a leader in religious education in our denomination.  But it will take some 
time – we need to fix some of these broken processes and reinvigorate these collapsed 
programs.  Some of these have been broken for many years – I’m determined to work with 
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staff and volunteers to turn these broken areas around and make them healthy and thriving 
once more. 
 
Let’s talk about some of the highlights from my past month. 
 

● Youth Programming.  The energy level with the youth programming is exciting. 
Everyone involved can feel the renewed enthusiasm.  An amazing group of 
volunteers organized some social events, and they have been a wonderful bonding 
opportunity for our middle and high school youth.  Our high school Sr. Seminar has 
had strong attendance – around 20 each week so far.  Our task is to maintain this 
energy and enthusiasm. 

● Teacher Support.  I led worship and a workshop at the regional teacher training at 
River Road in early September.  Our revised teacher weekly emails have had a 
stronger emphasis on inspiration and have been warmly received by our teachers. 
We launched weekly Teacher Huddles the first week of October to provide a 
centering moment before teachers, and reports after our first Huddle was extremely 
positive.  I worked with a few teaching teams who were unsure of what curriculum 
to use this year, and together we came up with solid plans for those individual 
classes before the RE Year Began. 

● The Children’s and Youth RE Program is off to a strong start, with strong 
attendance percentages.  This would not be possible without Ashley, our absolutely 
amazing RE Assistant and a dedicated group of RE Volunteers. 

● Our chapels have been going extremely well.  The Children’s Chapel attendance 
after the first service has been around 80 each week so far, and the Teen Chapel 
after the second service has been around 30 each week.  These attendance numbers 
combined rival the entire adult worship attendance of a majority of UU 
congregations across our denomination. 

● And I want to say that there is a real sense of collaboration with the staff team here 
at Cedar Lane.  I am thoroughly enjoying working with Rev. Abhi and Katie, and 
when we are discussing different ideas we are really building off each other.  This 
staff team has certainly been a highlight so far this month! 

 
Senior Minister’s Report: 
At the staff retreat, members of the staff observed that we are all a little tired, having had 
our noses to the congregational grindstone for about seven weeks now. I resonated with 
that sense of fatigue but also with the understanding that there is a lot of good energy at 
Cedar Lane these days.  It is especially evident on Sunday mornings as we continue to see 
new faces and new families who are attending regularly and joining as members. 
Much of our ministry is expressed beneath the forms. It is within the rhythms of worship, 
the visits of counseling and support, the classes, the potlucks, the phone calls, the music, and 
the festivals, that so much of gracious power happens which, in turn, transforms us into a 
vibrant, caring, serving community. 
 
Worship: 
Sunday morning worship services are the focal point of religious life.    The average Sunday 
morning attendance has been higher this year than last year.  We are seeing heavier 
attendance at the 11 am service than the 9 AM service. 
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Our worship associate program has blossomed this year. Our worship associates have 
played a more involved role in worship by leading the call to worship, introducing pastoral 
joys and sorrows, and offering personal testimonials and reflections.  
Worship attendance and collection plate information for September are included below: 
 
 

Date Celebrant Worship 
Attendance 

Last Year 
(2016) 

Collection & Share The 
Plate  

Sept. 3 Abhi & DC 
Labor Chorus 

175 149 429.85 (CASA – $599.25) 

Sept. 10 Abhi, Katie, 
Tim, Norman 

286 
(135+151) 

219 $828.50 (AIM - $768.50 – 
preliminary numbers) 

Sept. 17 Abhi 322 
(152+170) 

253  $725.00 (Interfaith Power & 
Light - $890.00) 

Sept. 24 Katie & Peter 
Mayer 

266 
(93+176) 

353 $1154.00 

 
The Spirit Experience – I have been working on the first Spirit Experience for the 2017-18 
church year, Dasara & Diwali, scheduled for Sunday morning, Oct. 8.  The service will 
feature Indian classical dances by Ananya Mishra, a student at the Natananjali School of 
Dance in Bethesda, percussive duets and music by international jazz musician Fred Johnson 
and Potomac native Ram Viswanathan, chanting, and reflections about the meaning and 
significance of Dasara & Diwali by CL members Rev. Pratima Dharm and Kami Boyle.  In 
addition, we will be serving dosas (rice and lentil pancakes) after each service.  
 
Social Justice - I have been meeting monthly with Rev. Katie and Moyo Myers Ellis, SJM 
co-chair. Katie and I have been reviewing Andrew Batcher’s final report on how to make the 
Social Justice Ministry more focused and effective around the five priorities that emerged at 
the Social Justice Summit last year (Immigration & Refugee Support, Racial Justice, 
Environment, Women’s Issues, & AIM).   As the team takes on many of the responsibilities of 
the SJ Coordinator, we are seeking to recruit new members.  The Social Justice Ministry 
Team retreat will be held on Saturday, Nov. 19th and will be facilitated by former UUA 
Moderator, Gini Courter. 
 
Adult Education/Membership – Rev. Katie and I co-facilitated UU 101 and a Membership 
Orientation class in September.  Both were well attended (12 people attended UU 101; 
seven of us were born and raised outside the US; 8 people attended the membership 
orientation).    As a result of the strategic assessment done last year, improvements were 
made to our pathway to membership program and how visitors are guided toward 
membership.  The results have been dramatic.  Since August 2017, we have welcomed 25 
new members! 
 
Staff – I am meeting regularly with senior staff to provide coaching and support.  
Rev. Katie’s Ministerial Start-up is scheduled for Saturday, Nov. 11 from 9 AM to 3 PM, and 
will be facilitated by the Rev. Megan Foley.  Rev. Foley shared the following about the 
purpose of a ministerial start-up: 
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“The beginning of a religious professional/minister’s tenure is a tender and important time 
for a congregation.  Everyone is excited about their new person and their potential impact 
on the future of the congregation.  Lay leaders are open minded, ready for leadership.  The 
new minister is alert, getting to know people, culture and hopes.  It’s a ripe occasion for 
everyone to take some time to share stories of who they are and why they’re committed to 
the congregation; to talk about congregational culture, norms and habits, both those that 
serve the congregation well and those that don’t; to learn some new things together that 
might help move the whole organization to the next level; and to find some clarity about 
what is whose job to do.  The start of a new ministry is often a time when congregations call 
on regional staff from the UUA to come in and facilitate a time together to pursue those new 
learnings. 
On Saturday morning, the whole congregation is invited to gather to share stories about 
who Cedar Lane is.  We’ll talk about history, hopes, myths, and “the way things just are 
around here.” Katie will hear all of this, and will share her history, calling, hopes, and plans 
for her work at the congregation as well.   
In the afternoon, identified leaders will gather.  We’ll talk about change, how it’s hard, how 
it’s important, how to make it easier and what to expect when it isn’t. We’ll talk about some 
of the roles and jobs at the church, both paid and unpaid, and develop some clarity about 
the ministry we all share.  We’ll talk about some of the unique opportunities that our 
multicultural staff and leadership are already bringing. It’s good to take time from all the 
busy-ness of church work to really clarify roles and connect with one another about the 
work of the church.” 
 
Capital Campaign – I have been meeting weekly with our capital campaign consultant 
Wayne Spaulding.  Overall, the focus groups have been fairly well-attended by CL members 
and friends.  The online focus group for families went well despite lower attendance (8 
people including the facilitator).  With Bob Harrison’s help, I visited with 15 long-term CL 
members to share information about making our physical space more effective in helping us 
accomplish our mission and strategic directions and to listen to their hopes and concerns 
about Cedar Lane’s future.   We have 6 more visits scheduled over the next couple of weeks. 
Members’ input from these meetings have been shared with the consultant for the readiness 
assessment report.  It’s been a rich and rewarding experience getting to spend time with 
some of our long term members and hear their hopes and aspirations, thoughts and 
concerns about Cedar Lane. 
 
In closing, as we begin a new church year, I would have you feeling overwhelmingly good 
about the many, tangible ways in which we are doing church RIGHT. We are a strong, 
compassionate, and capable Unitarian Universalist community with both an eye and a heart 
upon our essential religious mission of enhancing and enriching human life on every level. 
Yes, there is much more we can (and must) do to develop healthy and sustainable ways of 
being in community together and deepen our ministry to the larger community of which we 
are a part. We must continually challenge ourselves to embody our Unitarian Universalist 
faith and values.  
May we feel both contentment for what we have accomplished and divine dissatisfaction for 
all that we will yet be called to be and do. 
 
Senior Minister’s Log: 
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● Prepared and presented worship on Sept. 17, Oct. 1 & 8; 
● Participated in a community vigil following the Las Vegas shooting (Oct. 2); 
●  Officiated at an interfaith wedding ceremony for non-members – Afroz Baig & Paul 

Lombardi (Sept. 23); 
● Led a Capital Campaign Focus Group (Oct. 7); 
● Made 8 visits and met with 15 Cedar Laners to discuss the proposed facilities 

expansion concept and future of Cedar Lane; 
● Submitted newsletter column and worship information for Oct. newsletter; 
● Met with – Katie Romano Griffin (weekly), Tim Atkins (weekly), Sara Deshler 

(weekly), Wayne Spaulding (weekly), Henry Sgrecci (2x), Jim Anderson & Gail Riley 
(3x), Ariel Mora (Mosaic Makers), Rev. Katie & Moyo Myers Ellis, Mary Means, Rev. 
Megan Foley (Katie’s start-up), Norman Allen (3x), Dianne Seiffert (Sanctuary Team) 
to discuss congregational programs and issues; 

● Made seven pastoral phone calls to members and met with four members to provide 
pastoral support; 

● Met with four prospective new members; 
● Meetings – Board, Executive Committee, Staff (weekly), Staff Worship Team 

(weekly), Committee on Ministry, Social Justice,  
● Kept regular office hours and attended to email correspondence and phone calls; 

 
Respectfully Submitted by, 
Abhi Janamanchi 
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